These two altars captured an understanding of what the heavens and the earth looked like in premodern China: the heavens were circular in shape, and the earth was a square space bounded by the Four Seas (Sihai 四海). According to a long-held tradition among modern scholars, this vision of the cosmos had an archaic origin in Chinese history going back to time immemorial.2 However, in his recent three-volume work, In and Outside the Square, John C. Didier has challenged this monolithic view of ancient Chinese cosmology. He argues that the earliest identifiable Chinese cosmography, that of the Shang (ca. seventeenth-eleventh centuries bce) and the Zhou (ca. eleventh century-256 bce), held both the heavens and the earth to be circular.3 It was not until the period from 200 to 700 ce that the so-called RoundHeaven-and-Square-Earth (tianyuan defang 天圓地方) model began to crystallize and eventually gain dominance in Chinese thought. Didier identifies the Han dynasty (206 bce to 220 ce), an era of intensive empire-building, as a crucial period for the germination of this new notion of a square earth. Among the several factors that he suggests were responsible for this new idea is the Han imperial scholars' effort to develop an "emperor-/empire-centered philosophy of legitimacy." In other words, the theory of a square earth was, to a great extent, invented as part of an imperial ideology that exalted one human center above all others.4
Although some of the details of Didier's proposal for a paradigmatic shift in premodern Chinese cosmological vision of the earth may be open to debate,5
